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It is often argued that the origins of the crisis in Central America are not so much political as social.
In the words of Roberto Santizo Galvez, executive director of the Association for the Welfare of
the Family (family planning organization in Guatemala), "The population growth rate in Central
America is one of the highest in the world, and that can only be seen as a negative influence on
development efforts. "Demographic factors are tremendously important, and they will continue to
play a major role not only in our social, economic and political situation, but also in the generation
of violence." According to the Latin American Demographic Center, a branch of the UN, the
population of the Central American countries of Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras
and Nicaragua now exceeds 27 million, more than double the figure of 25 years ago. Despite the
civil wars and mass migrations of the past decade, the region's population (outside of Panama)
is projected to reach nearly 40 million by the turn of the century, even though the actual birth
rate is declining. A variety of private and government-supported family planning programs exist
throughout the region, but widespread political opposition has weakened many such efforts. El
Salvador, the most densely populated country in the Western Hemisphere, averages more than
670 people per square mile, 5.6 million people crowded into an area smaller than New Hampshire.
Both Honduras, the poorest country in the region, and Nicaragua have birth rates of over 40 per
thousand, more than double the rate in the US. Such population growth, say demographers,
diplomats, international relief and health workers and other specialists, impedes government efforts
to resolve other pressing social problems. For instance, some demographers argue that economic
conditions affect the birth rate, which in turn impacts on the economy, and so on. This cycle is
most evident in the countryside, which still provides the livelihood for the bulk of the region's
populations. In many areas, peasant women average 7 to 8 births. There are practical economic
reasons for that high fertility rate, principally the conviction that the more hands available to
work the fields, the higher the household income. In some areas, most notably El Salvador, high
population density has raised questions about the viability of land redistribution: If peasants receive
individual plots or join cooperatives too small to support their families, misery in the countryside
could increase. In a recent interview in Managua, Ruben Zamora, member of the executive
committee of the FDR (Democratic Revolutionary Front), said: "Simply to decree a land reform
would one of the stupidest things we of the left could do. You have to provide alternatives for that
mass of people living in the countryside." For many, life in the city is seen as a better alternative.
High rates of rural-urban migration in the past decade have been characteristic of all Central
American nations, and continue to the present. Because of such internal migration, Guatemala
City, the largest metropolis in the region, is now estimated to have 1.8 million inhabitants, and
both Managua and San Salvador, more than a million. In the case of Managua, the government
anticipates having to house and feed 2 million by the end of the century. Public services, already
strained by war and natural disasters such as earthquakes, simply cannot cope, officials say. In
Guatemala City, disputes over access to water have erupted, and schools in San Salvador are
operating three shifts a day. In its 1987 economic plan, the Nicaraguan government noted: "The
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rhythm of population growth is more rapid than the state's capacity to build housing units. Each
year, there is an average increase of 16,000 families, and the state's construction capacity is only 7,000
housing units a year." The solution to Managua's problem, the report concluded, is to "undertake
actions to retain population in the countryside." To some extent emigration to the US has served
in recent years as a safety valve for population pressures. Nearly a million Central Americans,
mostly Salvadorans and Nicaraguans, are estimated to live in the US, and an additional half-million
have moved to neighboring countries in the region as political refugees or for economic reasons.
Efforts to limit the population explosion, both private and governmental, have been hampered
by the fact that the issue has become a political one that rouses opposition among groups from
the far right to the far left. The Roman Catholic Church, traditionally a major political force, also
actively resists family planning efforts. Governments, be they revolutionary like the Sandinistas
or Christian Democrat like those of Guatemala and El Salvador, are often reluctant to complicate
their relations with the church by pressing the issue. Though sterilization is widely practiced and
overwhelmingly by women, abortion is illegal in every country in the region except Nicaragua,
where it is threatened. Church teachings on contraception are widely heeded, especially among the
poor, whose only source of contact with the outside world is often the parish priest. Nonetheless,
in El Salvador, the problem is recognized by some clergy. Marcos Revelo, the monsignor of Santa
Ana, El Salvador, blessed a family planning clinic when it opened recently. Next, the rebels also
acknowledge the severity of the problem. Zamora remarked, "Any government in El Salvador has
to have an intelligent demographic policy. Without that, there can be no development." For most
of this century, El Salvador was able to export its "surplus" population to neighboring Honduras,
where work and land were more readily available. But by 1969, more than 10% of the Honduran
population was composed of Salvadorans, a situation that led to the outbreak of the so-called Soccer
War between the two countries and the breakdown of the Central American Common Market.
(Excerpts from article appearing in NEW YORK TIMES, 09/06/87)
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